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ABSTRACT 

 

High-Skill Emigration, also called “Brain Drain”, is among the most debated migration 

policy issues. While origin countries lose talent, many destination countries gain highly 

skilled human capital. Although many studies of this issue have focused on the 

relationship between labor markets and motivation to migrate, much less research has 

been done on the relationship between a country’s governance and emigration, especially 

of the highly-skilled. In an attempt to fill this gap in the literature, this paper uses micro-

level and macro-level data from 18 Latin-American countries to determine whether the 

use of bribes to access public services and perception of government effectiveness have 

any impact on people’s willingness to stay or leave. Findings indicate that having paid a 

bribe, having been a victim of a crime and perception of government effectiveness in the 

home country impact willingness to leave of the highly-skilled.  
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INTRODUCTION  

High-skill emigration, also called “brain drain”, is among the most debated 

migration policy issues. While origin countries lose talent, many destination countries 

gain highly skilled human capital. Such Brain Drain has occurred in part because 

developed countries have often adopted migration policies targeted to attract highly 

skilled migrants. For example, one of U.S. President Obama’s policy interests was to 

retain the brightest international students upon their graduation from top U.S. universities 

(Velasco, 2014).  

 

Although many studies of this issue have focused on the relationship between 

labor markets and motivation to migrate, much less research has been done on the 

relationship between a country’s governance and emigration, especially emigration of the 

highly-skilled. That is, less work has been done on the question -- if there was good 

governance at home, would people be more likely to stay or return to their countries of 

origin? Alternatively, if the highly-skilled were more likely to stay or return, would the 

home country be more likely to have good governance, since it is usually those that have 

had access to higher levels of education who can drive progress.  

 

In an attempt to fill in the existing gap in the literature, focusing on the highly-

skilled, this paper uses micro-level and macro-level data from 18 Latin-American 

countries to analyze whether the use of bribes to access public services and perceptions of 

government effectiveness have any impact on people’s willingness to stay or leave.  

 

Migrating is not an easy choice. Before moving, people usually weigh the 

potential gains versus the costs of migrating, because high costs are associated with 

making such a decision. Emigrants leave relatives behind, assume financial and 

psychological costs associated with moving, and must adapt to a new location and culture 

(World Bank Group, 2018). Caglar Özden (2005) estimated that approximately 180 

million people, of which highly-skilled migrants1 make up a substantial proportion, live 

                                                 
1
Özden defines highly skilled emigrants as those that have a bachelor’s degree or more than a 

bachelor’s degree.  
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in countries other than the ones in which they were born. To accept transaction costs 

associated with moving, migrants must usually perceive that the benefits will outweigh 

these costs through job opportunities, salary gains, and safety in destination countries 

(World Bank Group, 2018). While the evidence usually validates such assumptions, it 

fails to determine if lack of good government performance impacts the willingness of the 

highly-skilled to leave.  

 

Also, even though highly skilled migrants form a relative small portion of all 

international migrants in the developed world, this position is significant when compared 

to the small numbers of highly skilled people already living in developing countries 

(Lowell et al., 2004). Özden (2005) estimated that as of 2000, approximately 80% of the 

college educated people from Haiti, Jamaica and Guyana were living in the United States. 

Meyer and Brown (1999) and Barré et al. (2004) estimated that 30% to 50% of the 

human capital trained in Science and Technology, coming from the developing world, 

live in the developed world.  

Many migrants move to nearby countries. Short distance between origin and 

destination countries, cultural similarities (such as language, social attitudes and or 

similar weather circumstances to home country), political and financial instability at 

home, and migration policies that favor or impede migration, affect people’s attitudes 

towards assuming the transaction costs of moving abroad.  

These factors may change over time. By 2010, Latin America, a region that 

formerly was a migrant-receiving area, ranked as the world’s second-leading migrant 

sending region in both absolute and relative terms (Hiskey et al., 2014).  

 

 

 

 



 3 

BACKGROUND  

 

Highly skilled migrants usually possess the following characteristics: they have 

had tertiary education; they are foreign born nationals in the countries where they live; 

and, they use access to higher education as a tool to access better job opportunities than 

the ones offered at home.  

 

A substantial proportion of these highly skilled migrants emigrate through access 

to higher education programs in destination countries. For example, six percent of the 

total student population of OECD countries are international students, and these 

constitute a potential major source of highly-skilled labor for these countries because 

most host countries have made it easier for students to change their immigration status 

after completing their studies, allowing them to settle permanently in those countries. 

(OECD, 2012) Further, Özden (2005) notes that most highly skilled migrants from Latin 

America who come to the United States, do so as migrants with their families or as young 

adults to obtain some sort of education, and then stay to work.  

Despite being a region experiencing economic growth, most Latin American 

countries have failed to effectively address corruption and issues of safety and efficient 

government services delivery (Hiskey et al., 2014) - issues which have consistently 

shown to be among the most important public concerns in these countries  

(Latinobarometer, 2016). According to the World Bank’s Governance Indicators (2018) – 

with 100th percentile being no corruption and 1st percentile being the worse corruption – 

Latin America falls in the 53th percentile of government corruption, with countries such 

as Mexico and the Dominican Republic as low as in the 23th percentile, Nicaragua in the 

17th percentile; and Haiti and Venezuela in the 7th percentile.  
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LITERATURE REVIEW  

The Policy Research Report: Moving for Prosperity, Global Migration and Labor 

Markets (World Bank Group , 2018) acknowledges that the main drivers of highly-skilled 

migration is the desire for a better life, usually reflected in wage gains, job opportunities, 

and safety in destination countries. Emigrants are likely to believe that because of market 

constraints at home, they have much less opportunity for improving their economic 

situation in their origin countries in comparison to advantages offered in destination 

countries. However, while the evidence shows this to be usually true (World Bank Group, 

2018, Özden, 2005, Gibson & McKenzie, 2010), most existing studies have failed to 

show how perceptions of governance in origin countries impact the decision to leave. The 

latter point was also acknowledge by Hiskey et al. (2014), who discover that, 

“Surprisingly, with the exception of work on political refugees, very little attention has 

been devoted to the possible political determinants of emigration”. Good government 

policies are important to facilitate education opportunities, improve labor market 

outcomes, and provide safety for citizens. All of these factors are dependent on the 

performance of the state and may influence highly-skilled individuals to stay or leave.  

 

Even though most extant literature focuses on labor markets, remittances, and 

safety concerns, some quantitative research has been done considering the link between 

emigration and governance. Hiskey et al. (2014) used the “reverse prospect channel”,  

which assumes that past and present political attitudes shape an individual’s willingness 

to leave. Hence, an individual’s past and present interactions with government services 

may influence his or her attitudes and perceptions of the country where he or she lives, 

and in consequence drive his or her willingness to stay or leave. As Hiskey et al. (2014) 

note; “as dismal personal or national economic conditions may lead one to consider 

emigration, so too will a poorly performing, questionably democratic political system”. 

Their study considers interactions with poor governance as an independent variable that 

directly impacts willingness to leave. They argue that repeated experience with poor 

service delivery will affect a person’s decision to stay or leave. For example: if an 

individual is robbed, and has become as afraid or skeptical about the police, he or she will 

have very little hope for the system, as he or she may face retaliation as a byproduct of 
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seeking official help. Thus, those that can leave and believe they can have a safer life 

outside their country, will do so. As per Hiskey et al. (2014) note;  “all else equal, if one 

feels unsafe in her neighborhood, she will be more likely to consider leaving.” It is for 

this reason that within its model, this paper will consider a question on individuals’ 

perceptions on safety in their origin countries as a control variable.  

Such arguments are supported by other existing studies on brain drain. For 

example, Lowell et al. (2004), OECD (2012) and Özden (2005) note that physical 

security is among the main factors contributing to a reluctance of the highly-skilled to 

return. Lowell et al. (2004) point out that investment and employment climate play a role 

in willingness to return. All of these factors are highly dependent on government’s 

performance, as these can be either improved or not by the state. Further, the OECD 

report Harnessing the skills of migrants and diasporas to foster development (2012), 

undertaken with the support of the French Ministry of Foreign Affairs, notes that many 

emigrants might be indefinitely reluctant to return because of commitments in destination 

countries, an argument which is reinforced by Lowell et al. (2004). The OECD report 

also points to the lack of data on the impact of return migration programs implemented 

by developing countries.  

 

In addition, many emigrants fail to return because they fail to obtain jobs at home 

commensurate with their skills and education levels. For example, a World Bank Group 

(2018) policy research report Moving for Prosperity: Global Migration and Labor 

Markets notes that migrants’ incomes can increase three to six times when they move to 

higher income countries. This argument has also been supported by a cost benefit 

analysis conducted by Gibson & McKenzie (2010), which estimated that highly-skilled 

migrants gain up to $40,000-$75,0002 per year from emigrating from Ghana, Micronesia, 

New Zealand, Tonga and Papua New Guinea.  

According to the World Bank’s 2015, Malaysia: Filling the Skills Gap to Meet the 

Demands of a Growing Economy; “72 percent of Malaysians reported that career 

opportunities are their main reason for living abroad”.  

                                                 
2 Value estimated in 2010 US Dollars.  
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In some cases, however, brain drain may also benefit home countries. For 

example, STEM jobs tend to be scarce at home because of limited development of 

technology in origin countries. At the same time, to some extent, brain drain has assisted 

the transfer of technology to origin countries, as evidenced in India and China where 

many of the expats working in Silicon Valley helped boost technological growth back 

home (Gibson & Mckenzie, 2010).  

In addition, some studies suggest that brain drain can be actually a brain gain for 

source countries, as remittances received in origin countries outweigh the effects of 

losing human capital abroad. In 2011, in an article titled “Brain or Drain”, The 

Economist noted a study in Ghana, which found that the receipt of remittances in the 

origin country surpassed the costs of investment from the government in higher education 

abroad for highly skilled emigrants. The study also argued that if highly skilled emigrants 

had stayed home, they would probably be jobless in their home countries. Such argument 

suggests that less attention should be put in re-attracting human capital to home countries.  

 

Many emigrants who have become highly-skilled, have done so after accessing 

some sort of tertiary education abroad. In the report “Brain Drain in Latin America” 

(2005), Özden notes that this has been particularly the case for highly-skilled emigrants 

coming to the United States from Latin America. Further, he points out, the percentage of 

college educated Latin American migrants in the United States (U.S.) increases when 

accounting for those coming from smaller countries in the Caribbean and Central 

America.  

 

In the present study, a country of interest is the Dominican Republic (DR), as it is 

the country with the highest percent of respondents in the 2016 Latinobarometer Survey, 

who reported a willingness to emigrate. The overall sample used per country was 

between 1,000-1,200 respondents. Country data are disaggregated by provinces and 

include at least one city within each province surveyed. In the sample taken in the DR, a 

total of 57% responded that they had seriously considered moving to another country. 

This percent is quite high considering that in comparison to other countries in the region, 

such as Mexico, Chile, Peru or Colombia, the Dominican Republic is a much smaller 



 7 

country, with a smaller ratio of highly-skilled people. Further, it is important to point out 

that the Dominican Republic was the only Caribbean country surveyed in the 2016, in 

contrast to previous years, when other Caribbean countries such as Haiti reported 

similarly high rates (Hiskey et al. 2014).  

 

 

Figure 1. The average willingness to leave the Dominican Republic  

of highly skilled in 2016.  

Source: Latinobarometer (2016). 

 

Caribbean countries have been a common source of migrants, especially to the 

United States because of its proximity, migrants’ networks in the destination country, and 

labor constraints in the small sub-region. However, this pattern has been gradually 

changing, as an increasing number of Caribbeans move to Europe and South America.  

 

Lowell et al. (2004) estimated that overall, 30% of the highly-skilled labor from 

Central America and the Caribbean live abroad, while in countries such as Haiti, Jamaica 

and Guyana, the share of highly skilled citizens living outside their home countries 

reaches 80%. According to the Migrant Profile of the Dominican Republic developed by 

the Dominican Republic’s National Institute of Migration 3  (2017), nearly 75% of 

                                                 
3 Perfil Migratorio de la República Dominicana del Instituto Nacional de Migración in Spanish.  
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Dominican emigrants live in the United States, followed by Spain. Between 2000 and 

2015, the estimated number of Dominican emigrants increased by approximately 50%, 

from 880,284 to 1,304,493. Fifty nine percent of these emigrants were women.  

 

While some quantitative studies address the link between governance and 

emigration, there is still no literature focusing on governance and the emigration of the 

highly-skilled. This paper seeks to fill this gap. Highly-skilled citizens are usually the 

ones who foster progressive change in their home countries, especially in government 

because they bring the tools and knowledge that facilitate such change. However, if their 

willingness to leave is associated with poor quality of public service delivery, losing them 

may constrain even further the possibilities of having better government service delivery 

and accountability, thus perpetuating a vicious cycle towards poor governance.   
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DATA AND METHODOLOGY  

This paper uses an Ordinary Least Square (OLS), logit and a multilevel models to 

assess the relationship between willingness to leave a country, the use of clientelist 

practices to access public services and perception of government effectiveness at 

individual and country level. Its data comes from the 2016 Latinobarometer Survey, 

which compiles information from 18 countries in Latin America. For the 2016 survey, 

20,204 in-person interviews were performed between May 15th and June 15th of 2016. For 

each country, samples of different socio economic backgrounds were taken into 

consideration. To control for respondent’s economic status, the Latinobarometer uses an 

index based on household goods owned by the respondent at the moment of the 

interview. This index was developed by LAPOP researchers to overcome resistance and 

skepticism from respondents when asked how much they earned (Hiskey et al., 2014). 

The overall sample includes between 1,000 and 1,200 respondents per country, with an 

error margin of +/- 3% per country. The age range of people in this survey was from 16 

years to 96 years old. 

 

 For the purpose of this paper, people who are younger than 18 and older than 65 

years have been removed, since the paper focuses on the working age population. 

Following Özden (2005), observations have been divided into skilled and unskilled. 

Those in the skilled category reported having completed a university degree, while those 

in the unskilled category had not completed university at the moment of the survey, or to 

have pursued some sort of educational training not equivalent to a university degree. As a 

result, my sample includes 1,441 skilled and 16,374 unskilled within the age range of 18 

to 65 years old.  

 

The Latinobarometer survey incorporates all Latin-American countries, except 

Cuba. The Dominican Republic is the only country in the survey that is located in the 

Caribbean. All 18 countries in the 2016 survey will be used in order to have the largest 

possible number of observations of those that answered having completed tertiary 

education.  
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A variable on whether the respondent paid a bribe will be used as a proxy for 

clientelism in government. The variable has been formulated by compiling responses to 

access the following public services: police, contact with public school in the last year, 

clinic/public hospital, to getting official documents, and accessing state health or 

electrical services. 1 is the coefficient of interest, because it tells whether there is any 

correlation between willingness to leave 𝑌 and having paid a bribe X1. Control variables 

will be used for safety & unemployment concerns, both, according to the literature 

potentially correlated with willingness to leave a country (Lowell et al., 2004 & Özden, 

2005). The study uses a macro-level variable for government effectiveness from the 

World Bank Governance Indicators to test whether governance influences an individual’s 

decision to stay or leave. It compares willingness to leave across all Latin American 

countries, using the Dominican Republic as a reference variable. As noted above, the 

Dominican Republic is the country with the highest percent of respondents who reported 

willingness to leave in the 2016 Survey.  

 

To consider individuals’ local employment preoccupations, the study uses a 

variable providing information about people’s perceptions of whether they think they will 

lose their jobs in the origin country in the near future. Another variable of interest tells 

whether the respondent perceives his or her income to be sufficient or not, as this may 

play a role in the decision-making process. A control variable for age is used, as 

willingness to leave can be influenced by the stage of life of respondent at the moment of 

the survey.   

Because this study is interested in finding whether there is any relationship 

between a country’s government performance and a highly-skilled person’s willingness 

to leave, it uses a macrolevel variable measuring for Government Effectiveness across the 

18 countries in 2016 from the World Bank Governance Indicators (WBGI); this variable 

also helps to control for varying characteristics among countries. It is a very 

comprehensive variable and was designed by using information from more than 30 

surveys on a broad array of factors. It provides information about citizens’ perceptions of 

government services, civil service, independence from political pressures, quality of 
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policy design and implementation, and the perceived credibility of government when 

implementing public policies (WBGI, 2018).   

The World Bank Governance Indicators (2018) are a research dataset first 

developed in 1999 by Daniel Kaufmann from the Natural Resource Governance Institute 

and Brookings Institution and by Aart Kraay from the World Bank Development 

Research Group. It reports views on six indicators: Voice and Accountability, Political 

Stability and Absence of Violence, Government Effectiveness, Regulatory Quality, Rule 

of Law, and Control of Corruption. It does so by recopilating data from think tanks, 

survey institutes, non-governmental and international organizations, and private sector 

firms for over 200 countries and territories from 1996-2017. 

 

Studies performed by Hiskey et al. (2014) and Dalton (2010) support the 

econometric models used in this paper. Hiskey et al. used the 2008 Americas Barometer 

Survey for the construction of some variables within their model and Dalton carried out a 

multi-level analysis using data from the World Values Survey and the Rule of Law Index 

of the World Bank to combine national and individual explanations.  

 

The study uses a linear probability model (LPM) and a logit model because the 

dependent variable is a dummy, indicating whether the respondent wants to leave the 

country and because of good model specification (See appendix for more information). A 

correlation matrix of variables used in the models can be found in the appendix (see 

Table 3). This show little correlation between variables.  

 

Because data are nested within countries, the study uses a multi-level model, 

following Dalton (2010), Hiskey et al. (2014) and Przeworski et al. (1970) to consider 

individual and national perceptions towards willingness to leave. Individuals within the 

same unit, in this case a country, share some variance associated with being from the 

same geographical space. Therefore, such cases should not be treated as truly 

independent of each other. Since the traditional multiple linear regression analysis 

assumes that all cases are independent of one another, this relationship among 

respondents requires a multilevel model analysis.  
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The dataset and models have some important limitations. First, even though the 

survey includes respondents from across different socioeconomic groups, it doesn’t do so 

proportionately. Second, it fails to recognize respondents with graduate or post-graduate 

studies. The survey includes 4,274 respondents who admitted to having paid a bribe 

across all countries, of which 1,320 (just over 30%) admitted that they were seriously 

considering leaving the country, and only 378 of them had completed tertiary education. 

In the case of the Dominican Republic, only 67 respondents had completed university by 

the time of the survey, 25 of whom admitted having paid a bribe.  

 

Fourth, the survey only considers willingness to leave and doesn’t tell whether the 

person actually left the country; and it doesn’t interview migrants residing abroad. 

However, as argued by Hiskey et al. (2014), a respondent’s affirmation of his or her 

serious intentions of leaving is significant as it is a decision that is usually carefully 

weighed. This can be confirmed by looking at the variation of responses across countries 

to the question “Have you and your family ever seriously considered going to live 

abroad?” (See Figure 2 and 3); to the question about having paid a bribe (See Figure 4) 

and the percentile rank where those countries fall under the Government Effectiveness 

indicator of the World Bank Governance Indicators (See Table 8 in appendix). This 

macroeconomic variable was added as a continuous independent variable making it a 

multilevel model, instead of having a country-fixed effects model.  

 

The variable Socioeconomic status has been converted from a categorical variable 

into two dummy variables (0=“Very Bad/Bad”, 1 = “Not So Bad”) and (0 = “Very 

Bad/Bad”, 1= “Good/Very Good”) for the purpose of running regressions.  

 

Finally, the total magnitude of coefficients will be biased because people that 

actually left their countries are not part of the sample. The variable Bribe may be biased 

as well, since admitting whether you have paid a bribe to access some sort of public 

service can be uncomfortable to admit, hence some respondents may have decided to skip 

such question or to lie. In the sample, the Bribe variable has 85 missing observations.  
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Figure 2. Willingness to leave by Latin American country in 2016. Data shows 

responses of unskilled and skilled respondents. The DR is the country with highest 

amount of respondents (573 in total). Countries such as Panama and Chile  showed 

lesser amounts (124 & 151 respectively). Source: Latinobarometer (2016). 
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Figure 3. The average willingness to leave the country of those who 

completed university degrees, across 18 Latin American countries in 2016. 

Source: Latinobaroemter (2016). 
 

Bribes  

Mexico had the largest number of  people who admitted having paid a bribe, in 

total 499, followed by the Dominican Republic (DR) with 407 people (see figure 4). 

These totals include both unskilled and skilled people. Even though Mexico reported a 

larger number of people who admitted paying a bribe in comparison to the DR, it is 

important to acknowledge that it also has a larger population. While the total population 

of Mexico, as of 2017, was of 129.2 million people, the DR had 10.77 million people.  

 

When looking at highly skilled who admitted paying a bribe, Peru scored the first 

place with 44 respondents, followed by Ecuador and Mexico with 36 and 35 respondents 

respectively (See table 1). 
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Figure 4. People who admitted having paid a bribe in Latin America in 2016. 

Data shows amount of respondents who paid bribes per country. 

This includes unskilled and skilled respondents. Source: Latinobarometer (2016). 
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Table 1. Highly-skilled who Paid  a Bribe and Who Admitted to Wanting to Leave  

in 2016 per Country. 

Country Skilled 

people 

who 

admitted 

wanted to 

leave  

Skilled 

people who 

admitted 

having paid 

a bribe 

Country Skilled people 

who admitted 

wanted to leave 

Skilled people 

who admitted 

having paid a 

bribe 

Argentina 10 7 Guatemala 3 4 

Bolivia 22 22 Honduras 15 9 

Brazil 35 3 Mexico 22 35 

Chile 23 26 Nicaragua 14 13 

Colombia 56 31 Panama 17 32 

Costa Rica 37 33 Paraguay 1 8 

Dominican 

Republic 

37 25 Peru 19 44 

Ecuador 33 36 Uruguay 24 10 

El 

Salvador 

25 18 Venezuela 50 22 

Source: Latinobarometer Survey (2016) 

 

 

The regression model tests the following hypothesis:  

 

Hypothesis: A highly-skilled individual’s willingness to leave a country is 

positively correlated with its government performance, measured by the average levels of 

clientelistic transactions performed (i.e. bribes) to get access to public service delivery.  

 

To test this hypothesis, the following equation was estimated:  

 

Y= 𝛽0+ 1X1 + 2X2 +3X3+ 4X4+ 5X5 +6X6+ 7X7 +8X8 + 𝑖 +𝑒  where:  
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            𝑌  = Leave 

  Dummy variable indicating willingness to leave the country. Question: 

“Have you and your family ever seriously considered going to live 

abroad?” 

Value Description Frequency 

0 No/Don’t Know 13,534 

1 Yes 4,917 

. Missing 0 

           𝑋1  = Bribe  

Value  Description Frequency  

0 Did not paid a bribe 14,092 

1 Paid a bribe in some form 4,274 

. Missing 85 

   

𝑋2  = Concern 

   Dummy variable telling how worried the respondent is about losing 

his/her job during the next 12 months. 

Value  Description Frequency  

0 Not concerned at all, 

don’t know 

8,223 

1 Somewhat concerned/ 

very concerned 

10,228 

. Missing 0 

            𝑋3  = Sufficient 

  Dummy variable telling whether the respondent’s income allows him/her 

to satisfactorily cover needs.  

Value  Description Frequency  

0 No 8,448 

1 Yes 9,612 

. Missing 391 

           𝑋4  = SocioEcono2 
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Value  Description Frequency  

1 Bad/Very Bad 1,781 

2 Not So Bad 7,248 

3 Good/Very Good 9,422 

. Missing 0 

            𝑋5  = Skilled 

  Dummy variable telling whether respondent completed university. 

Value  Description Frequency  

0 Did not completed uni. 19,969 

1 Completed university 1,482 

. Missing 0 
   

            𝑋6  = Assaulted  

Dummy variable indicating whether the respondent or a relative have been 

victims of a crime. Question: “Have you or your family been victim of a 

crime?”   

Value  Description Frequency  

0 Not Assaulted 11,417 

1 Assaulted 6,850 

. Missing 184 

             X7  = Age 

Continuous variable telling age of respondent (between 18-65 years) at   

time of the survey.Variable has no missing values 

             X8  = ger 

Continuous variable estimating government effectiveness based on a 

percentile rank ranging from 0-100. The higher the rank, the more 

effective the government effectiveness and vice-a-versa.Variable has no 

missing values. 

            𝑖     = OLS, Logit and Multilevel Model 

𝑒  = Unexplained variance: error term 

𝛽0  = Y-intercept   

𝛽1, 𝛽2, 𝛽3, 𝛽4, 𝛽5, 𝛽6, 𝛽7,, 𝛽8= coefficients of respective independent variables. 
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Table 2. Variable Matrix. 

 Variable 

Name  

Definition  Expected 

Sign 

Justification 

Dependent Variable 

𝒀 Leave Dummy variable telling willingness to 

leave the country. This is determined by 

the response to the question “have you and 

your family ever seriously considered 

going to live abroad?” 

N/A Hiskey et al. 

(2014)  

Independent Variables 

𝑿𝟏 Bribe Dummy variable telling whether 

respondent paid a bribe to access to some 

form of the following public services: 

public school, hospital, identity document, 

sanitation or electric services, police, 

courts. 

 

 

 

+ 

Hiskey et al. 

(2014)  

𝑿𝟐 Concern Dummy variable telling how worried is the 

respondent of losing his/her job during the 

next 12 months.Students and housewives 

are classified as unemployed.  

 

- 

Özden 

(2005) 

𝑿𝟑 Sufficient Dummy variable telling whether the 

respondent’s income allows to 

satisfactorily cover needs. 

 

+  

Özden 

(2005) 

𝑿𝟒 SocioEcono2 Categorical variable telling socioeconomic 

status of respondent (according to the 

interviewer). 

 

+  

Hiskey et al. 

(2014) 

𝑿𝟓 Skilled  Dummy variable telling whether 

respondent completed university.  

 

+ 

Özden 

(2005) 

𝑿𝟔 Assaulted Dummy variable telling whether 

respondent or a relative was assaulted in 

last year.  

 

+ 

Özden 

(2005) 

𝑿𝟕 Age  Continuous variable telling age of 

respondent (between 18-65 years) at time 

of the survey.   

- Hiskey et al. 

(2014)  

X8 ger Continuous variable estimating 

government effectiveness through a 

percentile rank ranging from 0-100. The 

higher the rank, the more there is 

government effectiveness in a country.   

- Dalton 

(2010) 

𝒊 
 

OLS, Logit and Multilevel model 

controlling at individual and country level.  

 
Dalton 

(2010) 

Hiskey et al. 

(2014)  
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Interestingly, figure 5 and 6 show that on average, many of the skilled 

respondents who admitted having paid a bribe in most Latin American countries do not 

want to leave their countries, except for a few countries, such as: the Dominican 

Republic, followed by Venezuela, Honduras, El Salvador and Bolivia (see figure 6). It is 

then important to ask if the highly skilled have no other option than to paying bribes if 

they want to stay in their countries? It is also important to ask whether getting used to 

paying bribes to access public services decreases significance level of having paid a bribe 

in deciding whether to emigrate.  

 

It is important to note that the amount of highly-skilled people who admitted 

having paid a bribe per country is a data limitation of this study. The maximum amount 

of such group doesn’t exceed 45 people when looking at a single country. It is for this 

reason, that to test the models, such group will be used by taking in consideration all 18 

countries.  

 

 

 

Figure 5. Percent of highly skilled who admitted having paid a bribe and have 

intentions to leave their countries across 18 Latin American countries during 2016. 

Source: Latinobarometer (2016) 
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Figure 6. Highly skilled who paid a bribe in comparison to everyone who wanted to 

leave their countries in 2016. As shown in the graph, those who were highly skilled not 

necessarily wanted to leave their countries.  

Source: Latinobarometer (2016). 
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REGRESSION RESULTS AND INTERPRETATION  

Willingness to Leave - Everyone (Skilled & Unskilled) 

Table 3 indicates that, when looking at the willingness to leave of both skilled and 

unskilled people who live in any of the 18 countries used in the model, having paid a 

bribe, perceptions of whether one has enough to live, having a better socioeconomic 

status, having been victim of a crime, age, and perceptions of government effectiveness 

are all statistically significant at a 99% confidence level in both the OLS and Logit 

model. Facing unemployment concerns and completing university are statistically 

significant at the 95% confidence level.  

Such findings indicate that among the skilled and unskilled taken together, on 

average those that are wealthier and have the most education are more willing to leave 

than those that are less affluent. If, on average, highly-skilled people tend to be those with 

better socioeconomic status and more years of education, these findings indicate that 

among those who are willing to leave, those who have had access to the most resources 

are interested in exiting the country, regardless whether would be temporary or not.  
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Table 3. Determinants of Willingness to Leave - Everyone (Skilled & Unskilled). 

 (1) (2) 

VARIABLES 

Dependent: Leave 

OLS Logit 

   

Bribe 0.0328*** 0.167*** 

 (0.00796) (0.0401) 

 

Concern 

 

0.0120* 

 

0.0688* 

 (0.00657) (0.0354) 

 

Sufficient 

 

-0.0517*** 

 

-0.269*** 

 (0.00685) (0.0364) 

 

SocioEconomic 

Status: Not So Bad 

 

0.0300*** 

     (0.0113) 

 

0.168** 

(0.0674) 

   

SocioEconomic 

Status: Good/Very 

Good 

      0.0907*** 

(0.0114) 

         0.488*** 

(0.0667) 

  

0.0292** 

 

0.156** 

Skilled (0.0126) (0.0626) 

   

Assaulted 0.0906*** 

(0.00693) 

0.464*** 

(0.0351) 

   

Age -0.00313*** 

(0.000232) 

-0.0173*** 

(0.00131) 

   

ger -0.00213*** 

(0.000174) 

-0.0113*** 

(0.000936) 

   

 

Constant 

0.399*** 

(0.0155) 

-0.342*** 

(0.0857) 

   

   

Observations 17,815 17,815 

R-squared 0.042  

   

Robust standard errors in parentheses. *** p<0.01, ** p<0.05, * p<0.1 
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Highly- Skilled 

Table 4 indicates that, when looking solely at those who completed tertiary 

education across the 18 countries, on average, having been a victim of a crime or having 

a relative who was victim of a crime, and believing that one does not have sufficient 

funds to live, increases the likelihood of affirming that one has considered seriously 

moving abroad, being significant at a 99% and 95% confidence level, respectively. Also, 

the worst the perception of government effectiveness of the country is, the more is the 

likelihood of affirming that one has serious intentions of leaving, being this significant at 

the 90% confidence level.  

 

Interestingly, when looking at the 1,441 skilled people, on average, having paid a 

bribe is not statistically significant in either the OLS or the Logit model. This suggests 

that those who have completed tertiary education may want to leave the country, 

regardless of having paid a bribe. Such group seems to place a greater weight on 

experiencing crime, and on the level of government effectiveness of the country. Findings 

could also indicate that those who are highly-skilled do not care as much about paying 

bribes as those that are unskilled when considering emigrating. This could be because 

they may have more economic resources that allow them to pay bribes than those who are 

unskilled, thus being less of an issue in the emigration formula.   

 

These findings complement those observed when looking at both skilled and 

unskilled, as findings indicate having completed tertiary education is important in the 

emigration formula. However, once the individual has completed university, he or she 

may want to leave regardless of having paid bribes or not, or regardless of having had 

any interactions with paying bribes to access public services.  
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Table 4. Determinants of Willingness to Leave - Highly-Skilled. 

 (1) (2) 

VARIABLES 

Dependent: Leave 

OLS Skilled Logit Skilled 

   

Bribe 0.0218 0.103 

 (0.0278) (0.132) 

Concern -0.00427 -0.0172 

 (0.0255) (0.125) 

Sufficient -0.0613** -0.289** 

 (0.0278) (0.131) 

2.SocioEcono2 0.0460 0.259 

 (0.0763) (0.470) 

3.SocioEcono2 0.134* 0.701 

 (0.0735) (0.454) 

Assaulted 0.115*** 0.551*** 

 (0.0247) (0.117) 

Age -0.00149 -0.00738 

 (0.000972) (0.00487) 

ger -0.00129* -0.00614* 

 (0.000696) (0.00337) 

Constant 0.299*** -0.934* 

 (0.0903) (0.521) 

   

Observations 1,441 1,441 

R-squared 0.032  

Robust standard errors in parentheses 

*** p<0.01, ** p<0.05, * p<0.1 
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Dominican Republic  

In the DR sample as a whole, having been victim of a crime, or not having 

sufficient funds to live, and being younger compare to those who are in the older 

spectrum of the working age population, increase likelihood of leaving. Table 5 shows 

that these variables are statistically signficant at a 99% confidence level. Having paid a 

bribe and fearing unemployment also increases the likelihood of seriously considering 

leaving the country, being statistically significant at a 95% and 90% confidence level 

respectively.   

 

Interestingly, in comparison to previous findings, respondents in the Dominican 

Republic reported an inverse association between having completed tertiary education 

and indicating that one has seriously considered leaving the country. In the DR, it seems 

that those who are less educated may be more seriously willing to leave the country than 

those who are skilled. Or that people want to leave regardless of having completed 

university or not, but those who have not completed university may be more willing to 

leave the country to those who completed tertiary education. This may be because less 

skilled people believe that they could have better salaries somewhere else outside the DR, 

as perceptions of not having enough funds to live is statistically significant at a 99% 

level.   

 

For skilled workers in the DR, table 6 indicates that having paid a bribe and 

having been victim of a crime is significant at the 95% confidence level in both OLS and 

Logit models. However, age and individual perceptions of whether one has enough to 

live are not statistically significant. Having a higher socioeconomic status is statistically 

significant in the OLS model, however not in the Logit model.  
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Table 5. Determinants of Willingness to Leave - Dominican Republic (DR). 

 (1) (2) 

VARIABLES 

Dependent:Leave  

OLS DR Logit DR 

   

Bribe 0.0702** 0.323** 

 (0.0335) (0.153) 

 

Concern 

 

0.0581* 

 

0.267* 

 (0.0330) (0.148) 

 

Sufficient 

 

-0.0940*** 

 

-0.436*** 

 (0.0332) (0.154) 

 

SocioEconomic 

Status: Not So Bad  

 

0.0208 

(0.0693) 

 

0.0938 

(0.294) 

   

SocioEconomic 

Status: Good/Very 

Good 

0.100 

(0.0693) 

0.459 

(0.297) 

   

Skilled -0.0383 

(0.0618) 

-0.168 

(0.274) 

   

 

Assaulted 

 

0.188*** 

 

0.848*** 

 (0.0335) (0.155) 

 

Age 

 

-0.00277** 

 

-0.0124** 

 (0.00128) (0.00577) 

   

   

Constant 0.557*** 0.245 

 (0.0864) (0.374) 

   

Observations 863 863 

R-squared 0.084  

Robust standard errors in parentheses 

*** p<0.01, ** p<0.05, * p<0.1 
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Table 6. Determinants of Willingness to Leave - Highly-Skilled in the Dominican 

Republic (DR). 

 (3) (4) 

VARIABLES  

Dependent:Leave 

OLS Skilled in DR Logit Skilled in DR 

   

Bribe 0.293** 1.533** 

 (0.121) (0.627) 

Concern  

-0.00565 

 

0.0804 

 (0.134) (0.656) 

Sufficient  

-0.0519 

 

-0.335 

 (0.139) (0.660) 

SocioEconomic 

Status: Not So Bad 

 

0.343** 

(0.147) 

 

0.233 

(0.639) 

   

SocioEconomic 

Status: Good/Very 

Good 

0.303** 

(0.137) 

 

   

Skilled   

   

Assaulted 0.322** 1.596** 

 (0.133) (0.658) 

Age  

0.00148 

 

0.00523 

 (0.00737) (0.0361) 

  - 

   

Constant 0.0103 -0.862 

 (0.336) (1.530) 

   

Observations 62 61 

R-squared 0.213  

Robust standard errors in parentheses 

*** p<0.01, ** p<0.05, * p<0.1 
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Multilevel Analysis  

 

The results of the multilevel model are similar to OLS and logit findings. Table 7 

shows that, when looking at both skilled and unskilled across the 18 Latin American 

countries, being afraid of losing a job, not believing that one has sufficient funds to live, 

having a higher socioeconomic status, being of younger age within the working age 

population spectrum, having completed tertiary education and having been victim of a 

crime are all statistically significant at the 99% confidence level. Having paid a bribe is 

statistically significant at a 95% confidence level.   

 

When looking at those who are highly-skilled, the likelihood of wanting to leave 

marginally increases because of having been victim of a crime. Nonetheless, it is the only 

variable that is statistically significant for the highly-skilled population at the 99% 

confidence level. In comparison to previous findings; age, government effectiveness, 

having paid bribes, unemployment concerns and thinking whether one doesn’t have 

enough funds to live are not statistically significant. The country variable that’s 

showcased in the results, helps control for country, thus taking away some variance from 

the model. It indicates that a respondent’s likelihood to be willing to leave the home 

country, varies depending on the country the respondent is from, thus being consistent 

with graphs and visualizations shown earlier in the study.  

 

Results indicate, that across all models, the variable that plays the most important 

role in determining people’s willingness to emigrate is having been a victim of a crime, 

followed by not having enough funds to live, age, government effectiveness and having 

paid a bribe.This finding is consistent with the study by Hiskey et al. (2014), who 

indicated that an individual’s past experiences with bodily harm or unsafety play an 

important role in deciding whether one has considered seriously leaving one’s country. 

Further, results show that a country’s government effectiveness does increases the 

likelihood of an individual considering leaving the country. The less effective the 

country’s governance is, the greater is the likelihood of the person to wanting to emigrate. 
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Table 7. Determinants of Willingness to Leave - Multilevel Model. 

 

 (1) (2) 

VARIABLES 

Dependent:Leave 

Everyone Highly-Skilled 

   

Bribe 0.0875** 0.132 

 (0.0427) (0.141) 

Concern  

0.166*** 

 

0.0721 

 (0.0380) (0.134) 

Sufficient  

-0.203*** 

 

-0.218 

 (0.0385) (0.141) 

SocioEconomic 

Status: Not So Bad 

 

0.124* 

(0.0687) 

 

0.0407 

(0.505) 

   

SocioEconomic 

Status: Good/Very 

Good 

0.439*** 

(0.0688) 

0.327 

(0.493) 

   

Skilled 0.184***  

 (0.0646) 

 

 

Assaulted 0.477*** 0.514*** 

 (0.0365) (0.123) 

Age  

-0.0175*** 

 

-0.00790 

 (0.00138) (0.00527) 

ger  

-0.0117* 

 

-0.00220 

 (0.00659) (0.00872) 

var(Country)  

0.272*** 

 

0.388** 

 (0.0926) (0.172) 

 

Constant 

 

-0.389 

 

-0.895 

 (0.331) (0.684) 

   

Observations 17,815 1,441 

Number of groups 18 18 

Standard errors in parentheses 

*** p<0.01, ** p<0.05, * p<0.1 
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POLICY RECOMMENDATIONS  

As noted by Hiskey et al. (2014); “What is needed in order to avoid excessive 

emigration…is for a society to provide its members with some “attractions” that will 

reinforce their normal reluctance to leave.” Such attractions may take the form of good 

governance practices that retain or re-attract talented human capital to origin countries. 

The findings of this study indicate that to retain or re-attract highly-skilled human capital, 

governments should target: safety issues, imbalance between market salaries vs costs of 

living and improve government effectiveness.  

The Multilevel model indicated that such issues are highly variant, depending on 

the country that the person is thinking to emigrate from. In the case of the Dominican 

Republic, the government would have to also address corruption in order to retain the 

highly-skilled. Even though this study doesn’t look at those highly-skilled who 

emigrated, as mentioned in the literature noted earlier in this study, a person’s decision to 

be willing to leave home country is one that’s usually weighted carefully prior 

responding, and which demonstrates serious intentions of leaving.  

Safety Issues 

Addressing crime in Latin America and the Caribbean is a complex issue 

stagnating development in the region. According to Hiskey et al. (2014), “many countries 

in the region have crime rates that are ten and twenty times those found in the U.S.” 

Findings of this study indicated that been victim of a crime plays a substantial role in the 

potential emigration formula of the highly-skilled.  

 

In order to address such issue, it is of uttermost importance to professionalize the 

police through its human capital. Studies (Laura Chinchilla et al., 2018) have 

acknowledged the need to reform the police by dignifying the job of being an officer 

through better wage gains and benefits, transformation of selection process and training, 

and image given to be a police officer. A good example in the region to be further 

analyzed  is the case of Chile, which has been described as the country with the best 

citizen safety in the region (Rementeria, 2005). The Carabineros in Chile – which are the 
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official police in the country, known for traditionally not accepting bribes and been one 

of the most efficients of the region are an example of further study in another paper.  

 

Living Standards  

Despite economic growth, Latin America is still the most unequal region in the 

world (UN ECLAC, 2016) . Many people live with wages that can’t meet needs for 

living, hence having to do moonlighting – more than one job to sustain families. Even 

though this study didn’t included information measuring for inequality in the region nor 

is the subject of study of this paper, a person’s response telling whether his or her salary 

doesn’t allow to cover needs satisfactorily, is a proxy that provides information on 

perception of inequality in the community where the person resides.  

 

Since perceptions on having enough funds to live showed to be statistically 

significant in findings of this paper, it is an issue that deserves attention from policy 

makers in the region, when trying to re-tain or re-attract highly-skilled.  

 

Return Migration Policies for Government Effectiveness  

An alternative to increase government effectiveness across the region is to 

implement return migration programs tailored to re-attract highly-skilled people to work 

in government. As noted by Pedroza et al. (2016) in book Emigrant Policies in Latin 

America and the Caribbean; “beyond money, emigrants can make a difference in the 

socio-economic fabric of their states of origin just by coming back and applying/sharing 

their know-how with others, so the existence of policies that incentivize return is 

important”.  

 

Some countries have developed government-led return migration programs that 

have sought to assist emigrants’ voluntary return. Such countries and programs include: 

Programa Raíces in Argentina. It sought to attract researchers and scientists to reverse 

brain drain in the country. 900 Argentine scientists and specialists were repatriated 

between 2003 and 2012 and arranged placements in the private and public sector 
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(Pedroza et al., 2016). Projeto Andorinhas – Migrante Emprendedor in Brazil, which 

sought to support entrepreneurs returning from the US. 

 

In addition, Colombia Nos Une – a network that does knowledge sharing among 

successful emigrants and Colombians, Es Tiempo de Volver – focused on scientists  & 

Return Law in Colombia. Among the categories in which the Return Law is focused, two 

of them are of interest for the purpose of this paper: Emigrants who are returning to work 

and those who are returning to co-fund projects linked to development of their 

communities (Pedroza et al., 2016). ChileGlobal is a network of professionals and 

business owners living abroad that facilitates knowledge sharing for the development of 

Chile. Further, emigrants who return are given tax exemptions on some goods brought 

into the country. Ecuador saludable, Vuelvo Por Tí and Volver a Casa in Ecuador. The 

former was an information campaign targetting Ecuadorians abroad to return and the 

latter provided housing benefits and transportation benefits to return (Pedroza et al., 

2016).  Migration for Development in Africa (MIDA) sought to attract highly skilled 

professionals in health and education sectors in Africa (Organización Internacional para 

la Migración, 2007), Wei Guo Fuwu 4  (China) (OECD, 2012),  Returning Experts 

Program in Malaysia (World Bank, 2015)  and Hsinchu Science-Based Industrial Park 

(Taiwan) (Lindsay Lowell and Stefka Gerova, 2004). 

 

It is indeed important to note that upon implementation, such efforts have 

confronted a list of challenges:  

Breaking down obstacles and barriers to voluntary return. Locals and emigrants 

alike encounter government interaction issues, such as inefficiency, bottlenecks, and 

bribes, leading to a lack of trust in government. In order to alleviate issues such as these, 

Malaysia implemented one stop shops to increase citizens’ access to government services 

and cut down on bureaucracy.  

 

                                                 
4
 “Serving the country”  
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Different types of return. While some individuals may want to return 

permanently, others may be willing to do so temporarily. For example: some professors 

may be willing to offer seminars and/or diplomas in their home countries. Others may be 

willing to invest in housing or other financial services or support entrepreneurship while 

remaining abroad. Thus, India has developed bonds specifically tailored for their 

emigrants.  

 

Cost and Efficiency Issues. Assisted-return programs are usually costly and at 

times ineffective in relation to their costs (OECD, 2012). 

 

Deadweight Loss to the State. Implementing policies targeted to attract highly 

skilled emigrants may encourage skilled people to emigrate in order to qualify for 

assisted-return benefits. Such policies can also foster resentment among those who have 

remained in the country. For this reason, the OECD has suggested “limiting direct 

incentives to return that might have perverse effects on emigration” (OECD, 2012). Such 

policies can also generate deadweight losses if emigrants who had planned to return 

anyway, benefit from such policies (OECD, 2012). 

The skilled human capital that is being lost by origin countries could represent a 

driving force to improve governance within those countries if they remain at home or are 

reattracted to return. They could be civil servants, play an important role in improving or 

reforming police or fostering economic growth through investment. As Hiskey et al. 

(2014) argue “once emigration becomes a viable strategy, these same citizens may 

disengage from politics as they make plans to exit the system, thus allowing poor 

governance and violations of basic democratic principles to continue unchecked.” The 

result is a vicious cycle of emigration – poor governance- emigration. To transform such 

scenario, this paper has informed about the issue and has sought to recommend 

government policies that seek to re-attract the highly-skilled people to their origin 

countries. As Johnson and Sedaca (2004) observed; “the mobilization of skills and 

knowledge of expatriate professionals can have an even more effective role in driving 

economic development in home countries than individual or collective remittances”.  
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APPENDIX: ADDITIONAL TABLES AND MODEL DIAGNOSTICS  

 

Table 8. Country Matrix using data from 2016. The most effective country was 

Chile and the least effective was Venezuela as per information compiled from 2016. 
 

Country  Amount of 

respondents  

willing to leave 

Amount of 

respondents who 

admitted paid a 

bribe.   

Government 

Effectiveness 

Percentile Rank  

(Percentile Rank 0 

low -100 high)  

Argentina  175 113 60.6 

Bolivia  352 229 32.7 

Brazil  249 88 47.1 

Chile  151 194 79.3 

Colombia 316 243 53.8 

Costa Rica  232 729 66.8 

Dominican 

Republic  

573 407 43.8 

Ecuador 235 262 37.9 

El Salvador 354 210 42.3 

Guatemala 179 157 30.3 

Honduras 411 253 23.6 

Mexico  232 499 58.7 

Nicaragua 173 182 24.0 

Panama 124 270 60.1 

Paraguay 894 257 21.2 

Peru 919 304 46.2 

Uruguay 729 182 73.1 

Venezuela 641 243 8.7 

Sources: Latinobarometer Survey (2016) & WBGI (2016).  
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Figure 7. Correlation matrix of variables used in research model.  

Coefficients indicate that there is little correlation among variables. 

Sources: Latinobarometer (2016) and WBGI (2016). 
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Model Diagnostics  

White’s, Link and Ramsey Test were performed to test for multicollinearity, 

heteroscedasiticy and model specification error where applicable in the Ordinary Least 

Square Model (OLS) and Logit models.  

 

The White’s Test performed in the OLS model showed significant amounts of 

heteroscedasticity and the Link and Ramsey Tests show results indicating that there 

might be omitted variables in the model. It is for this reason that when running OLS, 

robust standard errors were added. However, such reality changed when running a Logit 

(_hat z = 8.62 & _hatsq = 0.54), thus indicating that such results were due to the context 

of the model used, not because there were issues with the data. The linktest performed in 

logit regressions for both skilled and unskilled, and also solely on skilled, prove that the 

model fits well the data.  

 

For multilevel modelling, the test also shows that the model fits well the data, when 

looking at both skilled and unskilled, and also when looking solely at skilled. 
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Table 9. Results for Model Specification, Multicollinearity and Heteroskedasticity. 

Regression Model  Tests Performed  Results  

OLS – Everyone (Skilled & 

Unskilled) 

White’s  

Link  

Ramsey  

Chi2= 706.97  

_hat t = 1.78 & _hatsq t= 4.29  

Prob > F = 0.0002  

Logit – Everyone (Skilled & 

Unskilled)  

Link  _hat z = 8.62 & _hatsq z = 0.54  

OLS – Skilled  White’s  

Link  

Ramsey 

Chi2 = 60.13  

_hat t = -0.24 & _hatsq t = 1.40  

Prob > F = 0.3827  

Logit  Link _hat z = 2.78 & _hatsq z = 0.82  

OLS DR – Everyone  White’s  

Link  

Ramsey 

Chi2 = 57.92  

_hat t = 1.54 & _hatsq t = -0.48  

Prob > F= 0.3589  

Logit  Link  _hat z = 4.52 & _hatsq z = 0.24  

OLS DR- Skilled  White’s  

Link  

Ramsey 

Chi2 = 32.44  

_hat t = 0.84 & _hatsq t = 0.06  

Prob > F = 0.9412 

Logit  Link  _hat z = 2.06 & _hatsq z = 0.80  

Multilevel – Everyone  Akaike’s and 

Schwarz’s Bayesian 

information criterion 

AIC = 19119.13 

Multilevel – Skilled Akaike’s and 

Schwarz’s Bayesian 

information criterion  

 

AIC  = 1682 

Source: created by author.  
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